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Abstract 
This paper investigated the perceptions of 156 students who were victims of both traditional and 
cyberbullying (117 female, 45 male), aged from 10 to 17 years, as to which form of bullying was 
more hurtful. Overall, students perceived traditional victimization to be more hurtful than 
cybervictimization. Reasons identified in the data to explain the different perceptions of victims 
were categorized and found to relate to: the bully, the bystanders, the bullying incidents, the 
emotional impact on the victim, and the victim’s ability to respond. The perceptions of these 
students challenge a number of suppositions presented in the literature that attempt to explain 
why cyberbullying is associated with more negative outcomes than traditional bullying. The 
implications for antibullying programs to address these issues are discussed. 
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Students’ Perceptions of Their Own Victimization: A Youth Voice Perspective 
Bullying among children and youth is a serious social problem and a substantial body of 
research has developed during the last 25 years to address this issue. In recent years, researchers 
have turned their attention to the emerging phenomenon that is cyberbullying and have examined 
the similarities and differences between traditional forms of bullying (physical, verbal, and 
relational) and this newer type of bullying. Consensus has yet to be reached, however, about the 
extent to which these two forms of bullying are distinct in terms of their defining features and the 
relative impact that each form has on those involved (Hinduja & Patchin, 2012; Olweus, 2012; 
Smith, 2012; Smith, del Barrio, & Tokunaga, 2013; Ybarra, Boyd, Korchmaros, & Oppenheim, 
2012). The focus of this paper is to give “voice” to students who report being targeted by both 
traditional bullies and cyberbullies.  Through an examination of the perspectives of those who 
have been victimized both on and offline, it furthers our understanding of this complex 
phenomenon and how interventions might be more usefully employed. 
       It is evident that bullying, in either form, is a relational problem that occurs between at 
least two people, the person who bullies and the person who is targeted, and that this occurs in 
the social dynamic of the on and offline peer group. It has been consistently defined in the 
academic literature in terms of three core components: a power imbalance defining the 
relationship, usually repetitious, and with an intention of the bully to cause harm (Olweus, 1993).  
This definition has been supported recently with an agreed Australian definition (Hemphill, 
Heerde, & Gomo, 2014).  
Prevalence  
Although there is a lack of agreement about how bullying should be defined and 
operationalized in research, a substantial body of evidence has developed that indicates that 
bullying is a common occurrence around the world. Prevalence rates have been found to vary 
though depending upon the age of the children and youth sampled and the methodology 
employed. Recent Australian studies have reported traditional victimization prevalence rates of 
between 16.1% and 40.0% (Campbell, Spears, Slee, Butler, & Kift, 2012; Cross et al., 2009; 
Hemphill et al., 2011).  Spears, Keeley, Bates, and Katz (2014) in their review of several 
Australian studies, a conservative prevalence estimate for being cyberbullied in a 12-month 
period in Australia, is approximately 20% of children aged 8-17 years.  Similar ranges have been 
reported overseas (see Walker, Craven, and Tokunaga [2013] and Kowalski, Giumetti, 
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Schroeder, and Lattanner [2014] for a review of traditional and cyberbullying prevalence rates 
respectively).  Salmivalli et al. (2013) in stark contrast, however, have suggested that “electronic 
victimization is rare, and most always accompanied by traditional victimization” (p. 442).  Citing 
a sample of over 17,000 participants, and using strict cutoffs and criteria, they reported that most 
were non victims (86.4%, n = 15, 218) and electronic-only victims comprised only 0.5% (n = 
94).  
In the majority of studies published to date, fewer students report being cyber victims 
than traditional victims (e.g., Hinduja & Patchin, 2012; Raskauskas & Stoltz, 2007; Schneider, 
O’Donnell, Stueve, & Coulter, 2012; Smith et al., 2008), which is perhaps not surprising given 
the emerging nature of the phenomenon. Livingstone, Haddon, Vincent, Mascheroni, and 
Olafsson (2014) report, however, that the ratio has now been reversed for children in the UK as 
they become increasingly mobile, making cyberbullying more common than face-to-face 
bullying.  
Negative Outcomes 
In addition to investigations of prevalence, the negative outcomes associated with 
bullying have been extensively investigated and are well documented in the literature (see 
Arseneault, Bowes, & Shakoor, 2010 for a review). There is evidence to suggest that the severity 
of the negative outcomes experienced by victims varies according to the type of bullying 
experienced. For example, cyberbullying has been associated with more severe outcomes 
including higher levels of internalizing problems and increased social difficulties (Campbell et 
al., 2012; Raskauskas, 2010). Olweus (2012) suggested that the negative consequences reported 
in relation to cybervictimisation represent an “overlap” in victimization (i.e., students have been 
victimized by both traditional and cyber means), yet several recent findings indicated that, even 
after the effects of traditional bullying were controlled for, cybervictimisation was associated 
with increased rates of depression and suicidality (Bonanno & Hymel, 2013; Campbell et al., 
2012; Perren, Dooley, Shaw, & Cross, 2010; Raskauskas, 2010) 
Why is Cyberbullying Perceived to be More Harmful? 
A number of reasons have been cited in the literature to potentially explain the reasons 
that cybervictimisation has more negative impact on victims than traditional bullying. These 
reasons include: (a) the accessibility of victims—the cyberbullies have the capacity to reach their 
intended victims at any time of the day or night and in any location (Bonnano & Hymel, 2013; 
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Hinduja & Patchin, 2009; Slonje, Smith, & Frisen, 2013; Smith et al., 2008; Smith & Slonje, 
2010; Tokunaga, 2010; Wolak, Mitchell, & Finkelhor, 2007); (b) the anonymity that is afforded 
to those who bully via cyber means—this anonymity has been presumed to disinhibit bullies and 
may mean they will be crueler than traditional bullies (Li, 2007; Smith & Slonje, 2010; Suler, 
2004); (c) lack of immediate verbal and nonverbal feedback—cyberbullies may not realize the 
extent of the harm that they are inflicting or be able to empathize with the victim (Bonnano & 
Hymel, 2013; Pornari & Wood, 2010) and victims may, simultaneously, find it harder to “read” 
the intent of the bully (Ortega et al., 2012); and (d) potential audience size—incidents of 
cyberbullying have the potential to be viewed en mass repeatedly, at any time and in any place 
(Bonnano & Hymel, 2013; Slonje et al., 2013; Smith & Slonje, 2010; Spears, Owens, & Johnson,  
2009). Moreover, cyberattacks are not limited to words but can include videos, photos, 
slideshows, websites, polls, all of which can further expose victims to a myriad of potentially 
hurtful behaviors. 
Student Perceptions 
Although the evidence suggests cyberbullying is associated with more negative outcomes 
than traditional bullying, it has been noted that not all victims experience cyberbullying as 
distressing. While a substantial proportion of cybervictims do report feeling “sad,” “threatened,” 
“helpless,” “worried”, and “angry” (Campbell et al., 2012; Ortega et al., 2012; Raskauskas & 
Stoltz, 2007; Spears et al., 2009; Ybarra et al., 2012), there has been a proportion of victims in 
several studies who have reported they have not been overly concerned or negatively affected by 
this form of victimization (Hinduja & Patchin, 2007; Ortega et al., 2012; Patchin & Hinduja, 
2006; Smith et al., 2008; Wolak et al., 2007), nor do they feel helpless (Gofin & Avitzour, 2012). 
It may be that the type of cybervictimization experienced influences reported levels of distress, 
or on the other hand, the type of coping mechanisms or resources that are available to the victim 
act as a buffer. Verbal threats and insults that occurred online have been reported to be less 
threatening than traditional forms of bullying by young people, however, videos, photos, and 
black mail were perceived to be more damaging than traditional forms of bullying (Smith et al., 
2008). 
Few studies, however, have directly examined the perceptions of students who have 
experienced both forms of bullying (traditional and cyber) or explored their perceptions about 
which form of bullying was worse for them. Campbell and colleagues (2012) analyzed the 
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perceptions of victims quantitatively to ascertain the extent to which students perceived one form 
of bullying to be worse than the other (Campbell et al., 2012). The findings indicated that 
significantly more victims perceived traditional bullying to be more harsh and cruel than 
cyberbullying. This suggests that, although cyberbullying has been found to be associated with 
more severe negative outcomes than traditional bullying, students did not perceive that it is as 
hurtful as traditional bullying.  
Campbell and colleagues (2012) offered a number of reasons to explain their findings. 
They proposed that, because traditional victims in their study reported a more intense, emotional 
response to their victimization than cybervictims, this may account for their perceptions that 
traditional bullying is more hurtful than cyberbullying. Furthermore, they proposed that it may 
be the case that having known peers observe their humiliation at the hands of a traditional bully 
may be perceived as more harmful than having their cybervictimization viewed by “a large and 
potentially unknown audience” (Campbell et al., 2012, p. 398). This is despite suggestions in the 
literature that is the unlimited size of the potential online audience that may explain why 
cyberbullying is associated with more negative outcomes than traditional bullying (Bonnano & 
Hymel, 2013; Smith & Slonje, 2010; Spears et al., 2009). Further examination of the 
perspectives of victims will allow us to draw conclusions about these suppositions.  
The Present Study 
 Spears and Kofoed (2013) note that the voice of young people has been largely missing 
from bullying and cyberbullying research studies to date, and that cyberbullying as a 
phenomenon, is not something with which adults have had lived personal experiences. By 
investigating the personal experiences of victims and developing an understanding of what it is 
like to be bullied by different means, it may be possible to develop more highly focused 
prevention and intervention programs with an aim of minimizing the harm and impacts 
experienced by victims.  In order to investigate these issues, the following research question was 
addressed: What reasons do victims provide to explain their perceptions about which form of 
bullying is most hurtful? 
Method 
Participants 
Using a larger case study sample of 3,112 students,  drawn from across 29 different 
school sites in three states of Australia ( Queensland, Victoria, and South Australia), 156  
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students (5%, 114 girls, [73%], and 42 boys, [27%]) reported being both traditional victims and 
cybervictims. Participants voluntarily completed a survey in relation to their experiences of 
bullying. Their ages ranged from 10 to 17 years, with most being aged between 12 and 15 years.  
Measures 
All participants in the larger case study completed the “Student Survey” in which they 
were asked to provide demographic details, in addition to details regarding their experiences of 
bullying. Questions included in the survey examined student experiences of both traditional 
forms of bullying (face-to-face) and cyberbullying. The survey also included two measures of 
mental health: the Depression Anxiety Stress Scale (DASS-21); and the Strengths and 
Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ). Quantitative data gathered from the survey has been presented 
elsewhere. 
One survey question required participants to indicate whether they had been a victim of 
both traditional (face-to-face) and cyberbullying. Those students who self-identified as being 
dual victims were also asked to complete two additional questions in relation to their 
experiences. One of the questions asked, If you have been both cyberbullied and bullied face to 
face this year, which type of bullying was worse for you? (a) being cyberbullied, (b) being 
bullied face to face, or (c) they were about the same. An open-ended, follow-up question probed 
student perceptions by asking, Why do you think that the type of bullying you chose was worse or 
the same for you? The qualitative data generated by this question was analyzed in order to 
understand student perceptions of their own victimization. 
Procedure 
Ethical clearance for the larger case study was obtained from the universities involved, 
the participating schools, and the educational systems from which they were drawn (both 
government and nongovernment).  Participation was voluntary and students required parental 
consent and their own assent to take part.  Research assistants administered the surveys to the 
students in their classrooms during normal class time. Standardized instructions were read aloud 
prior to the administration of the survey, with each administration period lasting approximately 
30 to 45 minutes. Between 15 and 25 students took part in each testing session. Students were 
assured of the anonymity of their responses, both verbally and in writing. The survey was 
conducted between August and September 2009 (term 3), which meant students had spent 6-7 
months of the school year together prior to completing the survey.  
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 The responses of participants who self-identified as being victims of both traditional and 
cyberbullying in the past year were isolated in the data.  One hundred and eighty-five (n = 185) 
students reported that they had experienced both forms of bullying that year. Of the responses 
provided, 19 were excluded from the current study as they were deemed to: be inappropriate 
(e.g., drawings or words such as “don’t know”); contained missing data (e.g., did not indicate 
which form of bullying was worse); contain too little information to analyze (e.g., “worse,” 
“more effective,” “same to me”); or were otherwise deemed ambiguous (e.g., “Because it wasnt 
(sic) very nice and one of my friends had to play with me because they still liked me and one of 
my friends liked me still and”). The responses from the remaining 156 participants were 
analyzed in order to answer the research question. 
Data Analysis 
Trustworthiness and Legitimacy of the Data 
  The dependability and consistency of the individual messages in this study can be 
confirmed via the multiple examples derived across the different year levels, school sites, school 
systems and states, providing a coherent picture. Whilst maximum variation sampling (Patton, 
1990) was not specifically employed in this study, the central, core experiences which emerged 
reflect the common, core patterns provided through many voices, thereby turning the limitation 
of subjectivity, into a strength (Patton, 1990).  The accuracy and trustworthiness of the data, can 
further be ascertained via triangulation or convergence of different sources of information (Miles 
& Huberman, 1984) and this study captures this through the multiple school sites from which the 
informants were derived. 
Coding Procedure and Category Development 
 Initially, the informants’ responses were read as a whole to get a broad sense of the data 
and initial impressions were noted (conventional), and although it was frequently possible to 
identify which form of bullying the participant had indicated was worse, simply through reading 
the responses, the informants’ responses were color-coded to discern the relative proportions of 
participants who endorsed either: traditional bullying as worse, or cyberbullying, or that both 
were equally hurtful (summative).  Next, a line by line focus on the factors which influenced the 
victims’ perception about which form of bullying was worse and why those factors were deemed 
to be significant by the participant were considered in light of a priori (directed) and emergent 
themes (conventional). Exact words and phrases that expressed a key factor influencing the 
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student’s perception were highlighted and extracted from the text for use as exemplars of 
common, core themes.  
Data Reduction 
 A constant comparison analysis method was used (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  When new 
words and key phrases were encountered that appeared to reflect a key factor (a priori or 
emergent) but did not fit one of the existing categories, then a new category was developed.  
Once this procedure was complete, initial categories were collapsed into broader 
categories. To ensure accuracy and credibility of the coding, a second independent rater, also 
analyzed the data. As per Miles and Huberman (1994) suggestion that an 80% agreement ensures 
reasonable interrater reliability, coders discussed the categories and subcategories each had 
identified in the data, until agreement was reached. The data were then recoded based on the 
final list of agreed categories and subcategories.  Five broad categories with related 
subcategories resulted from this process and were renamed to formally reflect their content.  
During the final phase of the analysis, statements that were deemed to best represent the 
various categories and subcategories that had been identified in the data were chosen (selective 
coding).  Whilst it may be possible for responses to represent more than one category, care was 
taken to ensure that the exemplar accurately reflected the category.    
Results 
Overall, a majority of victims (59%) who had experienced both forms of bullying 
reported that being traditional bullied was worse for them than being cyberbullied. A smaller 
number reported that both forms of bullying were equally hurtful (26%) with the remainder 
indicating that they perceived cyberbullying to be worse than traditional bullying (15%).  
The following five categories reflect the key reasons/factors which victims perceived as 
contributing to the form of bullying which was the most hurtful for them: the bully, the 
bystanders, the bullying incidents, the emotional impact on the victim, and the victim’s response. 
The list of categories, associated subcategories, and definitions is included in Table 1 and 
described below. 
The Bully  
       Factors relating to the person who victimized the students to explain the students’ 
perceptions were subcategorized as: Relationship with the bully and Opinion of the bully. 
Relationship with the bully 
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The victim’s relationship with the bully was identified by many students as impacting on 
their perceptions about which form of bullying was more hurtful. For many students who knew 
their bully, this appeared to increase the perception that traditional bullying was worse. As one 
student stated, “…face to face was more hurtful because I knew the person” (ID: 4, F, 13 years). 
Others mentioned that being bullied by someone whom they presumed was a friend meant that 
they perceived traditional bullying to be worse. One student reported, “I think it was because I 
thought that this person was my friend and then they turned around and stabbed me in the back” 
(ID: 45, F, 11 years). Still a few students reported that when the bully was the same person 
across contexts (and consequently known to them), both forms of bullying were equally difficult 
for this reason. A student stated, “…they were both the same, stupid person” (ID: 72, F, 12 
years). 
Conversely, in a number of cases, students reported that not knowing who their  
cyberbully was made it easier to dismiss that bullying behavior. One student reported, “Because 
I don’t know the person who cyberbullied me so I didn’t care” (ID: 131, F, 13 years). Only a 
few suggested that not being aware of the identity of their cyberbully meant that they rated 
cyberbullying as worse than traditional.  
  Opinion of the bully?        
Quite a number of victims referred to their opinion of the bully’s character when 
explaining their perceptions about which form of bullying was worse. Often, weakness was 
identified as a characteristic that tended to be associated with cyberbullies. As one victim wrote, 
“It hurt that she wasn't brave enough to say the mean things face to face “ (ID: 47; 60, F, 14 
years). Most students who referred to the weakness of the cyberbully perceived that 
cyberbullying was worse than traditional bullying although there were a few students who 
identified a “weak” cyberbully as a reason for their perception that traditional bullying was 
worse than cyberbullying. Another student, who felt both forms of bullying were equally hurtful, 
indicated “…I was upset that the person who cyberbullied me hid behind the computer like a 
coward” (ID: 82, F, 12 years). From these results, it would appear that cyberbullying is 
frequently associated with weaknesses, however, students vary in the extent that they then 
perceive that weakness as influencing how hurtful cyberbullying is. 
Other opinions of the bully were varied but tended to be generally negative. Again, there 
was a tendency for these negative characteristics to be applied to cyberbullies. For example, one 
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student stated “Because being physically abused is a lot worse than being abused by a pathetic 
loser over the internet” (ID: 155, M, 15 years). Another referred to the “braveness” or power of 
the traditional bully and, in turn, discounted the cyberbully (“because the bully has the balls to 
say it to your face” ID: 99, M, 14 years 
The Bystanders 
Student perceptions were found to relate to those who witnessed the bullying 
(bystanders). These responses were subcategorized as: Presence of bystanders and Negative 
responses. 
Presence of bystanders 
       Having their victimization witnessed by others was a factor identified by many students to 
explain their perception about which form of bullying was worse. It was evident from the 
responses provided that students tended to perceive that more peers witnessed them being bullied 
by traditional means than by cyber means. This consequently contributed to their perception that 
this was a worse experience than when they were cyberbullied. From the responses provided, it 
would seem that these students felt more embarrassed because they were aware that others were 
witnessing their victimization as it occurred (“…it was more humiliating and worse as it was 
more people” ID: 13, F, 15 years); (“He embarrassed me in front of my friends and now 
everyone thinks I have a small willy” ID: 126, M, 14 years). Few participants, conversely, 
indicated that the potentially unlimited, online audience defined their choice about cyberbullying 
being worse than traditional bullying. This gives the impression that being aware that others are 
observing their victimization in “real-time” has a greater impact on victims than discovering “in 
retrospect” that others have observed their cybervictimization. 
Negative responses 
Many victims emphasized the role that the negative responses of the bystanders played in 
their perception that it was more hurtful to be traditionally bullied than cyberbullied. Some 
students indicated that when their peers sided with the bully or believed what the bully said about 
them that this was particularly problematic.  One student reported, “Because people watching 
took an instant dislike to me and believed everything the bullies said about me” (ID: 96, F, 12 
years), whilst another said, “Because I could see them taking my friends away” (ID: 127, M, 12 
years). From the responses in this subcategory, it would appear that victims associated 
experiences of social exclusion with traditional bullying and perceived that it was worse than 
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cyberbullying for this reason. 
Conversely, several students indicated that when peers were observed to not intervene on 
their behalf when they were being traditionally bullied, this had a negative impact on them. This 
impact was most noteworthy when the peers who observed the bullying incidents were 
considered to be the victims’ friends (“Because when I was bullied face to face it was in front of 
all of my friends and none of my friends did anything to try to stop it” ID: 83, F,12 years 
The Bullying Incidents 
Many students related aspects of what occurred when they were bullied and how that 
bullying was perpetrated as explaining their perception about which form of bullying was most 
hurtful. Subcategories identified in the responses included: Actions of the bully, Proximity of the 
bully, and the Intensity of the bullying. 
Actions of the bully 
The type of actions taken by the bully was indicated by many students to impact their 
perception about which form of bullying was worse. Most frequently, students indicated that 
being physically bullied influenced their perceptions, although others did highlight the impact 
that being verbally bullied had upon them. Still others referred to how frequently the bully 
targeted them to explain their reasoning. When the bullying involved physical violence, these 
students consistently rated traditional bullying as worse than cyberbullying. In an extreme case, 
one victim reported that they had received “two broken noses and a broken cheek bone” (ID: 
107, M, 14 years) at the hands of a bully while another expressed, “because I got punched and it 
hurt” (ID: 132, F, 16 years) to explain their perception. Threats of physical violence appear to 
be equally concerning for students because they create anxiety in the victims. As one student 
reported, “I think face to face was worse because they were threatening to bash me so I was 
scared and worried that they were going to hit me” (ID: 43, F, 14 years). Therefore, it is likely 
that it is not only the physical pain that can be inflicted by the traditional bully that is linked to 
perceptions that this form of bullying is worse, but also the anxiety that surrounds the possibility 
of being injured that also strongly impacts students perceptions. 
Starting rumors, name calling and teasing were indicated by some students to explain 
their perception that their experience of traditional bullying was worse than cyberbullying. Here 
students were mixed in terms of which form of bullying was perceived as worse.  In addition, a 
number of students stated that the content of what was said to them face to face was the same as 
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what was written online and that they, therefore, perceived that both forms of bullying were 
equally hurtful. 
Finally, how frequently they were bullied by one form of bullying over the other was also 
reported by a few students to have impacted their perception. Here the students tended to report 
that traditional bullying was worse for this reason (“Well the cyber bullying only happened once, 
unlike the face to face” ID: 5, M, 12 years). 
Intensity of the bullying 
How harsh or mean the bullying incident was perceived to be was reflected in many of 
the students’ responses to explain their perceptions about which form of bullying was worse. 
Here the students were mixed in terms of whether they believed that traditional or cyberbullies 
were meaner or whether they were both were the same.  Some students reported that their bullies 
were more mean and harsh when they bully face to face (“Because people are meaner in real 
life…,” ID: 95, F, 14 years). 
Some reported the opposite however and perceived bullies to be harsher and meaner 
online.  One student reported, “When you’re not face to face, more abuse happens” (ID: 7, F, 14 
years); while another stated, “They do harsher things coz no-one is there to see it” (ID: 30, F, 
12 years). The perception of another victim was that, “Behind a computer, people don’t feel 
scared because the computer is protecting them so they feel brave and will say meaner things” 
(ID: 1506, F, 11 years).  
Quite a number of students indicated, however, that their bullies were equally mean and 
harsh across contexts and, for this reason, they could not distinguish between the severity of 
hurtfulness of the different forms of bullying. One victim’s report provides an account of the 
effects that both forms of bullying had upon them.  She stated, “Because on the internet, they 
said really mean things and told me to go die in a hole.  I got really depressed and also when it 
was face to face, they were able to just make my day really bad…” (ID: 90, F, 13 years). 
Proximity of the bully  
The proximity of the bully to the victim at the time of their victimization was identified 
as another key factor to explain the students’ perceptions with traditional bullying being 
perceived as worse than cyberbullying.  A number of students described it in terms such as “in 
your face” and the bully was “closer and can do more.” A subgroup of students indicated that it 
was the presence of nonverbal information and cues in those proximal, traditional bullying 
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situations that made those incidents particularly threatening.   These victims reported, “Because 
it hurt more hearing how they say the word rudely like you’re a piece of trash” (ID: 138, F, 10 
years), “…the way they look at you can be upsetting” (ID: 32, F, 14 years), and “You can’t see 
emotions or body language so it [cyberbullying] doesn’t affect you as much” (ID: 10, F, 13 
years).  Another student described their victimization articulately stating, “You saw their smile, 
hear their laugh, see their face, see you break down” (ID: 12, F,11 years). Conversely, one 
student reported the opposite and stated that their experience of cyberbullying was worse 
because of the lack of nonverbal information in that exchange. Because of the lack of contextual 
cues, the student found it difficult to ascertain whether the bully was joking or not (“Because you 
can’t hear what type of tone their voice is and you can’t see them” ID: 53, F, 12 years). Overall, 
however, the ability to read and interpret threatening nonverbal cues when the bully was 
proximal to the victim increased the likelihood that victims perceived traditional bullying to be 
worse than cyberbully.  
Other students referred to the distance created by technology and indicated that 
traditional bullying was worse than cyberbullying because, “It was real, live communication, not 
done digitally. It cuts deeper” (ID: 117, F, 14 years). A few students reflected on a differing 
perception of reality that was linked to the lack of proximity to the cyberbully. As one victim 
stated, “Cyberbullying does not hurt as much because a computer is in the way and there is some 
distance between the bully and the victim. With face to face bullying, you know it’s real. (ID: 66, 
F, 11 years.” As a whole, the responses in this category stressed the degree to which being 
physically present with the bully impacted victim perceptions that traditional bullying is worse 
than cyberbullying while being at a distance increased the student’s capacity to dismiss the 
impact of the bullying 
Emotional Impact 
Here the students indicated a dichotomous view of how they were emotionally impacted 
by their victimization.  
Negative emotional impact 
       Certainly a variety of negative emotional reactions were reported by students in response to 
their victimization and were linked to their perception about which form of bullying was worse. 
These reactions included feeling hurt, depressed, frightened, anxious, embarrassed, and 
worthless. Overall, many students whose responses about which form of bullying was worse 
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focused on the negative emotional impact of their bullying experiences reported that they felt 
both forms of bullying were equally difficult (“They are both the same both really bad and 
hurtful” ID: 23, Female, 12 years). Others who reported feeling hurt perceived traditional to be 
worse (“Because it just hurts my feelings more…” ID 105, Female, 12 years). Some other 
victims who perceived that traditional bullying was worse reported feelings of fear and anxiety 
as a consequence of their victimization (“It scared me for what he could do” (ID: 121, Male, 14 
years), while another said “I was scared and worried they were going to hit me” (ID: 55, 
Female, 14 years). Few victims who focused on their negative emotional response to being 
targeted to explain their perception, however, perceived that cyberbullying was worse than 
traditional bullying 
No impact 
Quite a number of students in this study indicated that they were not impacted by their 
experience of victimization. Many students reported that they “didn’t care” about being bullied. 
The vast majority of students who reported that they did not care about being bullied perceived 
both forms of bullying to be the same (“Because they both don’t bother me” ID: 73, Female, 13 
years). 
Ability to Respond 
Many students noted that it was their ability (or inability) to take some form of action in 
response to their victimization that was a defining reason as to why they perceived their 
experiences as they did.  
Able to take action 
The ability to take action was most often linked to responding to cyberbullying and 
because of this many students did not perceive those experiences to be as hurtful as their 
experiences of being traditionally bullied. For some students, taking action against the person 
who cyberbullied them took the form of deleting a message or “blocking” a bully. One student 
described it as such: “Because when it was cyberbullying, it was just name calling and if I 
wanted, I could block that person and not talk to them” (ID: 84, F, 13 years). Being able to 
distract themself from the bullying by engaging in other activities was suggested by a student to 
explain why cyberbullying was less hurtful than traditional bullying (“Because online, I can talk 
to others and forget about the bully but in real life, I was excluded from everyone around me,” 
ID: 91, F, 11 years) while another mentioned retaliation as a viable option when one was 
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cyberbullied (“…I’m just more likely to retaliate if its texted” ID: 88, F, 15 years). 
Another group of students suggested that cyberbullying could be dismissed or more 
easily ignored and therefore indicated that being traditionally bullied was worse for that reason. 
As one student expressed, “…cause on the computer they could be joking about you, don’t know 
so it’s not as bad” ID: 105, F, 12 years), while another stated, “…. when it is, on msn sometimes 
they don't mean it” (ID: 140, F, 15 years).  
Unable to take action 
While taking action may be a possibility when the bullying occurs online, it is often not a 
viable option for those who are face-to-face with their bullies. Indeed, being unable to take 
action was identified by quite a number of students as contributing to their perception that 
traditional bullying was worse than cyberbullying.  Lacking an alternative strategy meant 
students felt that they have no choice but “to put up with it” (ID: 100, Female, 12 years). 
Another stated, “Because you can’t block face to face bullying” (ID 54, Male, 16 years).  
Several other victims, conversely, indicated that being unable to act against their cyberbully 
contributed to their perception that cyberbullying was worse. One student reported, “…it was 
online (MySpace, Facebook), you can’t do anything about it” (ID: 42, Female, 12 years). Based 
on these responses, it appears that when students feel significantly helpless to act in response to 
their victimization, this affects their interpretation of which form of bullying is worse. 
Discussion 
In the present study, students who had been targeted by bullies were asked about their 
perceptions of which form of bullying was more hurtful—traditional or cyber. Overall, a 
majority of victims who had experienced both forms of bullying reported that being traditional 
bullied was worse than being cyberbullied. A smaller number reported that both forms of 
bullying were equally hurtful with the remainder indicating that they perceived cyberbullying to 
be worse than traditional bullying. Key factors that influenced these perceptions were 
categorized as relating to: the bully; the bystanders; the bullying incidents; the emotional impact; 
and the ability to respond. 
Overall, more victims reported that being traditional bullied was worse than being 
cyberbullied; yet despite the students’ perceptions, there is evidence to suggest that 
cyberbullying is associated with more negative outcomes than traditional bullying (Campbell et 
al., 2012; Raskauskas, 2010).  As discussed, several authors have posited that the omnipresent 
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nature of cyberbullying, perpetrator anonymity and its potential to result in more cruel attacks, 
the lack of nonverbal cues in the exchange, and the unlimited size of the online audience, may all 
potentially help to explain why cybervictimization is associated with more negative outcomes 
(e.g., Bonanno & Hymel, 2013; Slonje et al., 2013; Smith et al., 2008).  In the present study, 
however, victims most often reasoned directly against the suppositions presented in the literature.   
For example, although it has been hypothesized that perpetrator anonymity could lead to 
disinhibition on the part of the bully and, consequently, result in more harsh and cruel acts of 
bullying (Li, 2007; Suler, 2004), only a few victims in the current study indicated that this was 
their perception.  Responses of the students, conversely, suggested that being aware of who was 
bullying them by traditional means felt more personal and was, consequently, viewed as more 
hurtful than their experiences of cybervictimization, while still other students reported that not 
knowing the identity of the bully made it easier to dismiss the bullying incidents as not harmful. 
This finding is consistent with research that suggests that online perpetrator anonymity is 
associated with less stress, not more (Staude-Müller, Hansen, & Voss, 2012) and suggests that 
perpetrator anonymity may function as a “protective factor,” effectively curtailing the extent to 
which an individual focuses on the online acts perpetrated against them, for this sample.   
Likewise, although it has been suggested that the potentially unlimited size of the 
audience to an act of cyberbullying may contribute to the negative outcomes associated with 
cyberbullying (Bonnano & Hymel, 2013; Slonje et al., 2013), the students in this study did not 
generally perceive online audience size to affect the degree to which they experienced 
cyberbullying as hurtful.  More students suggested that having live peers witness one’s 
victimization (and possibly not intervene) was more humiliating than having a potential online 
audience witness their victimization.  These findings offer support to Campbell and colleagues 
suggestion that a “live” audience is perceived by victims to be more humiliating than a 
“potential” audience (Campbell et al., 2012).   
Similarly, it has been proposed that a lack of nonverbal cues may make it difficult for 
victims to interpret the intent of cyberbullies (Bonnano & Hymel, 2013; Ortega et al., 2012).  
However, many students surveyed in the present study reported that it was the nonverbal cues 
that were observable when the bully was proximal to them that influenced their perception that 
traditional bullying was more hurtful than cybervictimization, not vice-versa. These students 
specifically referred to the proximity of the bully during incidents of traditional bullying and 
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reflected that these incidents felt “more real,” which suggests that the combination of cues and 
proximity makes it more emotionally impacting than when it is buffered by the distance that the 
online setting provides. Similarly, physical violence (or threats of it) was also consistently linked 
to student perceptions that traditional bullying was worse than cyberbullying because students 
felt this perpetration was difficult to avoid and left them fearful of further attacks.  This finding is 
in opposition to the suppositions offered by several researchers that online bullying is less 
escapable (Hinduja & Patchin, 2009; Slonje et al., 2013). 
Only a small proportion of students in the present study reported that they perceived that 
cyberbullying was more hurtful than traditional bullying. While the views put forward by the 
victims in this study to explain their perceptions provide us with a good deal of insight into their 
experiences, it would be interesting to address the degree to which the potential for online 
retribution may also influence their perceptions. Indeed, the allure of online retribution by 
traditional victims against their bullies has been discussed in the literature as a potential “revenge 
of the nerds” in which victims turn cyberbully (Vandebosch & Van Cleemput, 2009). Support for 
this suggestion is mixed at present (König, Gollwitzer, & Steffgen, 2010; Vandebosch & Van 
Cleemput, 2009; Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004), yet 22.5% of cyberbullies in one study stated that 
they targeted others in order to exact revenge (Hinduja & Patchin, 2009).  It may be that few 
students in the present study reported overall that cyberbullying is as hurtful as traditional 
bullying as they themselves may have also engaged in this type of online behavior, even if only 
as an act of retribution.   
Many students reported that they were able to take action in response to their 
cybervictimization by either deleting the message, blocking a sender, retaliating, or by 
attempting to dismiss or ignore the cyberbully. Although there were some students who did not 
indicate that this was their perception, rather indicating that they felt limited in their available 
options to respond to their cybervictimization, overall more students indicated that they had 
greater capacity to act against their cyberbullies than traditional bullies. This finding is, again, at 
odds with suggestions in the literature that cybervictims are likely to feel more “helpless” in 
response to their victimization or have more difficulty coping (Smith & Slonje, 2010).   
Finally, the results presented here confirm that many students do have a negative 
emotional response to being bullied, by both traditional and cyber means, which is consistent 
with other studies that have reported that victims of bullying report feeling “sad,” “threatened,” 
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“helpless,” “worried,” and “angry” (Campbell et al., 2012; Ortega et al., 2012; Raskauskas & 
Stoltz, 2007; Spears et al., 2009; Ybarra et al., 2012). It is reasonable to suppose that the extent 
to which a student who has been targeted is emotionally affected by her or his victimization will 
have an impact upon their perceptions about those events.  It is possible to hypothesize that those 
students who possess more effective coping strategies and are more resilient, therefore may be 
less impacted by victimization that occurs in the “virtual” world and may find it easier to dismiss 
than victimization that occurs in the “real” world but this is just speculation at this stage.  
Conversely it could be the actual severity of the bullying.  
Limitations of the Current Study 
Although these students self-identified as being victims of both traditional and 
cyberbullying, it is difficult to ascertain the intensity or chronicity of the victimization that they 
have experienced. This could, in all likelihood, affect student perceptions about which form of 
bullying was perceived as worse and would be an important factor for future studies to consider. 
Another limitation of the present study is related to the use of a single, open-ended question in 
order to gather the data. Although this placed limits on the researchers’ capacity to clarify 
responses, it did enable a fine-grained analysis in order to build a rich picture of students’ 
perspectives about whether traditional bullying or cyberbullying was more hurtful.  Despite these 
limitations, the present study has contributed to the extant literature that has explored victims’ 
perceptions of being bullied and has given “voice” to the experiences of these children and 
youth. With this knowledge, it may be possible to develop prevention and intervention programs 
that focus directly on what children and youth find hurtful about being bullied, with an aim of 
minimizing the harm experienced.      
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Table 1 
Factors that Contributed to Victims’ Perceptions about Which Form of Bullying Was More 
Hurtful: By Category and Subcategory and their Associated Definitions 
Category Subcategory Description 
Bully Relationship  The victim’s relationship with the bully  
 Opinion  The victim’s opinion of the bully’s character  
Bystanders Presence of bystanders Having bystanders observe their victimization  
 Negative responses Bystanders responded negatively towards the  
victims either during or after the victimization  
occurred 
Bullying 
Incidents 
Actions of the bully The type of actions taken by the bully when they  
targeted the victim 
 Intensity of the bullying The harshness and meanness of the bullying  
 Proximity to the bully The proximity of the victim to the bully when they 
 were victimized  
Emotional 
Impact 
Negative emotional 
impact 
The victim experienced a range of negative  
emotions in response to their victimization 
 No impact The victim was not emotionally impacted by  
their victimization 
Ability to 
respond 
Able to take action The victims felt able to take action in response to  
their victimization  
 Unable to take action The victims felt unable to take action in response  
to their victimization 
 
